
What Motivates 
Trainees? 

A new study looks at the role of supervisory support 
and the pretraining environment. 

Does supervisory support play 
a ma jo r role in the pre-
training environment at your 

company? How can that influence an 
employee's motivation to attend and 
participate in training? 

A recent study at five midwestern 
organizations examined employees' 
motivation with regard to the pre-
training environment. Researchers 
concentra ted on how support ive 
superv i sors were and w h e t h e r 
employees felt training was voluntary 
or mandatory. 

In the study, motivation toward 
training was defined as an employee's 
desire to attend, participate, learn, and 
transfer learning to the workplace. 

The two main assumptions: 
• The more supportive supervisors 
are of training, the more motivated 
employees will be toward that 
training. 
• The more voluntary training is 
perceived to be, the more motivated 
employees will be to attend. 

The pretraining 
environment 

In addition to the variables (super-
visory supportiveness and attendance 
norms), the pretraining environment 
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may e n c o m p a s s the fo l lowing 
elements: 
• co-workers' views on and expe-
riences with training 
• organizational training policies 
• internal publicity about the training 
program 
• credibility of the training program 
• policies of the human resource 
department regarding attendance at 
training (whether it's voluntary or 
mandatory) 
• other contextual factors. 

Regardless of whether it's con-
ducted on-site or off-site, training 
always takes place in an organizational 
context. Contextual factors such as 
supervisory supportiveness and atten-
dance norms may affect training 
positively or negatively. For that 
reason, they should be controlled, or 
at least monitored. If they are not, they 
may restrain rather than facilitate 
training. 

Adult learning theory emphasizes 
that adults must want to learn. If an 
employee's perceptions lead to a neg-
ative or apathetic attitude, then his or 
her desire to learn will undoubtedly 
be thwarted. That lack of motivation 
will impair learning, regardless of 
trainee skill level. The ramifications of 
such situations may be serious. An 
organization could spend a lot of 
money on training, have participants 
attend, and still not have them learn 
the necessary information. 

Previous research has focused pri-
marily on the design, content, and im-

plementation of training—factors that 
may not entirely account for varied 
outcomes in training effectiveness. 
Clearly, the training program is not the 
sole influence on an employee's moti-
vation to at tend and participate. 
Before the start of any t ra ining 
program, employees interact with 
each other and with the workplace. 
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Hypothesis 1: Supervisory sup-
portiveness will increase em-

Hypothesis 2: Supervisory sup-
port iveness will increase em-
ployees' expectations of success 
(learning) in the training, and their 
expectat ions of the training's 
usefulness. 

Hypothesis 3: Supervisory sup-
lmnrA\rA pmhlhV-

Hypothesis 4: Perception of at-
tendance norms will be related to 
motivation in that the more vol-
untary the training is perceived to 

I g g l l p l , 
Hypothesis 5: Employees p ^ 
ceptions of training success and 
usefulness will increase their 
motivation toward training. 

Hypothesis 6: Employees who 
set training goals will be more 
motivated toward training. , 
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The study 
The study, which was conducted 

over a two-month period, polled a 
sample of 194 subjects from 14 train-
ing programs at the following: 
• a research and deve lopment 
publications firm 
• a beverage production facility 
• a large hospital 
• a statewide banking system 
• a midsize insurance company. 

The data provide the following 
breakdown on trainees: 
• The average trainee had 2.9 years of 
higher education. 
• Seventy-six percent of trainees had 
previous training in their current 
organizations. 
• Fifty-three percent had training in 
other organizations. 
• They had taken an average of 4.5 
courses each. 
• The average tenure in a trainee's 
current organization was 7.63 years. 
• The average tenure in a trainee's 
current position was 2.18 years. 
• The average tenure with a trainee's 
immediate supervisor was 2.85 years. 
• More than 62 percent had super-

visory responsibilities. 
Subjects completed questionnaires 

b e f o r e the actual t ra ining. That 
ensured that their responses reflected 
the pretraining environment rather 
than the training program itself. 

The questions focused on how 
trainees viewed the current training 
program and the two contextual fac-
tors (supportiveness of supervisors 
and the attendance policies). 

The findings 
The findings generally support the 

initial assumptions that employees 
will be more motivated if their super-
visors are support ive and if they 
perceive a t tendance as voluntary 
rather than mandatory. 

Each of the two contextual factors, 
supervisory support and attendance 
norms, is linked to motivation. A 
direct correlation between super-
visory support and employee motiva-
tion, as proposed in Hypothesis 1, is 
not statistically supported. But there 
is evidence that an indirect relation-
ship exists through expectancy, in- , 
strumentality, and goal perceptions. 

As predicted in Hypotheses 2 and 3, 
employee perceptions appear to be 
related to motivation. 

For example, it may be theorized 
that the subjects who lacked college 
degrees had less confidence in their 
ability to learn. In that case, the pre-
training environment, in which their 
perceptions of supervisory support 
and attendance norms are formed, can 
be considered a major influence on 
their mot iva t ion . If employees ' 
perceptions are positive, their motiva-
tion levels are likely to be high. 

Hypothesis 4—that trainees will be 
more motivated to attend training if 
they feel that it is voluntary rather than 
mandatory—appears to be accurate. 

In fact, employees in the study 
seemed to believe that it was the op-
tional nature of the training that 
motivated them to attend. 

Hypothesis 5, which postulated' 
that employee perceptions of training 
success and usefulness are related to 
motivation, is not borne out by the 
findings. 

On the other hand, the positive cor-
relation between goal perception and 
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motivation predicted by Hypothesis 6 
is strongly supported. That outcome 
is not surprising, considering goal set-
ting is one of the most widely prac-
ticed motivation theories. 

Specifically, employees with super-
visory support were more likely to set 
goals. And they were more likely to 
think about training in advance, either 
on their own or with the help of their 
supervisors. 

The role of supervisors' 
support 

Trainees were asked to judge how 
support ive their supervisors were. 
They looked at how much their super-
visors encouraged them to attend 
training, ask quest ions , learn the 
material , and t ransfer wha t they 
learned to the workplace. 

The findings suggest that when 
supervisors are supportive according 

Employees can, of course, be moti-
vated toward training in spite of no 
significant or direct suppor t f rom 
their supervisors. 

Some employees may participate in 
training to 
• gain knowledge 
• advance in the organization 
• escape nonsupport ive supervisors 
• temporarily avoid particular jobs or 
supervisors. 

Recommendations 
Based on the findings, supervisors 

may want to channel their support in 
the direction of employee expectancy, 
instrumentality, and goal perceptions. 

Here are some recommendations 
supervisors can follow in order to 
inc rease e m p l o y e e s ' m o t i v a t i o n 
toward training: 
• tie success in training to improved 
job performance and other benefits 

Employees can be motivated 
in spite of no direct support 

from their supervisors 
to those criteria, employees tend to 
participate in training. Also, the degree 
of support appears to influence how 
motivated an employee reports him-
or herself to be. 

In the study, when supervisors were 
supportive, employees also believed 
that the skills and knowledge they 
learned in training would help them 
perform better on the job and get 
salary increases. 

Another apparent outcome is that 
the more supportive supervisors are, 
the more often employees are moti-
vated to set training goals. And they 
appear to up their goal setting as 
motivation increases. Such behavior 
suggests that supervisors' support is 
indirectly related to motivation to set 
training goals. 

At times, employees may appear to 
be motivated toward training because 
supervisors can direct them to train-
ing by exerting their normal authority. 
Such direction may not be perceived 
by employees as an indication of sup-
port . Employees may simply assume 
that supervisors expect them to par-
ticipate in training as in any other job 
activity. 

• tie reward to performance 
• offer employee recognition 
• ensure that employees set goals for 
the training 
• e n c o u r a g e e m p l o y e e s to th ink 
about how training relates to their 
jobs—before the actual training 
• monitor employee perceptions of 
superv isor suppor t iveness , atten-
dance beliefs, and motivation toward 
training 
• encou rage the organiza t ion to 
make training voluntary. 

When training is voluntary, it's 
crucial to educate employees on why 
it's important for them to attend. 

Implications 
In addition to the practical implica-

tions for training and organizational 
policies, perhaps the study opens the 
door for further research on other fac-
tors that make up the pretraining 
environment. 

Possibly, variables such as organiza-
tional policies and credibility can ex-
plain the variations found in training 
among motivation levels as well as 
s h e d m o r e light o n t he genera l 
dynamics of training. • 
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